Introduction
In recent decades, many politicians, policy-makers, and even anti-poverty advocates have come to the view that low-wage jobs are an inevitable part of a growing economy. Some go so far as to celebrate the growth of low-wage work and low-wage employers like Wal-Mart as part of a "progressive success story" benefiting "workers, consumers, and owners of capital" by lowering prices and increasing productivity.
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Liberals and centrists who hold this view often acknowledge that low-wage work "does not pay enough for a family to live the dignified life Americans have come to expect and demand." To address this problem, they promote increases in public spending on publicly-funded employment benefits in order to "make work pay."
4 These benefits, which are typically targeted to parents in low-income households, include ones that supplement cash income (the Earned Income Tax Credit), provide health insurance (Medicaid and SCHIP, which covers children), and offer direct assistance for other work expenses, that, for higher-income workers, are subsidized in part through the tax code (such as child care and transportation). During the 1990s, the states and the federal government did expand some of these kinds of benefits, while at the same time reducing the availability of income supplements (most notably, the now-defunct Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and its replacement Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF).
5
According to the conventional view, the meager pay and limited benefits of low-wage jobs reflect the limitations of the workers holding these jobs, and increases in inequality and declines in middleclass jobs are explained by "a large increase in the return for skills over the last decades …. [that is] driven largely by technology … [and] globalization." Proponents of this approach typically argue that "the most fundamental solution" to the problem of increasing inequality "is to invest in the education and training necessary to ensure that all workers can succeed in the global economy." 6 Generally absent from this approach is any focus on low-wage jobs themselves (a notable exception is support for the minimum wage). While some proponents of the make-work-pay strategy are simply agnostic on labor-market reform, others openly oppose reforms they characterize as "intervening" in the labor market.
7 A greatly diminished role for labor-market institutions in promoting shared prosperity marks a significant difference between the recent decades of rising inequality in the United States and the immediate post-World War II period of mass upward mobility, when institutional concerns were at the forefront. m Furman (2005) . Some conservatives endorse a variant of this make-work-pay ed.
conomic Populists," in the New York Times, November 26, 2007, Louis Uchitelle, for "...the current trend toward greater inequality in America is primarily the result of a change 4 The two preceding quotes are fro agenda, see, for example, Douthat and Salam (2005) and Haskins and Sawhill (2007) . 5 Waller and Fremstad (2006) . 6 Furman (2005) , emphasis add 7 In "New Rules; Here Come the E example, quotes Peter Orszag, then head of the centrist Hamilton Project: "You pay a steep economic cost when you adopt market interventions." 8 See Levy and Temin (2007) : in economic policy that took place in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The stability in income equality where wages rose with national productivity for a generation after the Second World War was the result of policies that began in the Great Depression with the New Deal and were amplified by both public and private actions after the war. This stability was not the result of a natural economy; it was the result of policies designed to promote it." growth in middle-wage jobs in the 1990s, and projections of future employer demand suggests that most of today's low-wage occupations will stitute such a large share of jobs in the economy that expanded access to training and education provide only one prong of a multi-pronged ze here, is to allow greater unionization to promote better pay, benefits, and working conditions in existing low-wage ing the jobs is Education, training, and in-work supports offer genuine benefits to low-wage workers. Where these policies are sufficiently generous and accessible, they can make a substantial contribution to improving the quality of life of low-wage workers. 9 Nevertheless, an exclusive focus on low-wage workers rather than the failings of low-wage jobs has important limitations. The reality is that mobility out of low-wage work is surprisingly low.
10 Most low-wage workers are adults already well into their work lives, not young people just starting out their careers.
11 Recent research suggests that growth in low-wage (and very high-wage) jobs outpaced 12 be at least as numerous in the future as they are today.
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Over 40 million jobs in the United States-about one in three-pay low wages.
14 Even though expanding low-wage workers' access to high-quality skills training and education will help more lowwage workers to move into better jobs, low-wage jobs con strategy necessary to maintain and expand the middle class.
An approach based on strengthening labor-market institutions complements, rather than conflicts with, the make-work-pay agenda. Key elements of such an approach include enforcing 15 and enhancing existing labor standards including the minimum wage and other wage and hour standards, as well as establishing new basic labor standards, such as minimum guarantees of paid vacation, sick pay, and parental leave. An important variation of this strategy, which we analy jobs, primarily through improving the bargaining power of low-wage workers.
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Given the prevalence of low-wage jobs without benefits in our labor market, and the likelihood that these sectors will grow rather than decline, some attention to the strategy of improv 9 For the most part, training, education, and in-work benefits for low-wage workers, however, are not sufficiently (Spence and Kiel, 2003) Moreover, the United States spends a much smaller share of its GDP on training and employment programs than do nearly all other OECD nations (LaLonde, 2003) . Except in a few states, child-care assistance is not consistently available for all low-wage workers who meet income eligibility guidelines. Osterman (1999), for example, found that about half of men in the bottom earnings q 1995. Interestingly, intergenerational income mobility consistently appears to be higher elsewhere than it is in the United States; see, Blandon (2004), Hertz (2006) , Schmitt and Zipperer (2006) , and Solon (2002) . If we define low-wage workers as those earning less than two-thirds of the median wage, com Current Population Survey (CPS), for example, show that over 60 percent of low-wage workers were over the age of 25; just over 40 percent were at least 35 years old. Autor, Katz, and Kearney (2006) . 13 Hecker(2005) reports BLS predictio gains in employment by broad occupation category will be in "service occupations" including "food preparation and serving related," "health care support," "personal care and service," "building and grounds cleaning and maintenance," and "protective service." Boushey, Fremstad, Grag 15 For an excellent discussion of enforcement DeFilippis (2007) . The link to bargain and the emphasis that others have correctly place on the importance for low-wage workers of sustained, low unemployment. See, for example, Bernstein and Baker (2003) and Mishel, Bernstein, and Allegretto (2006) , among others.
critical to strengthening our economy and communities. Unless these jobs are improved, our nation will permanently consign a large portion of workers in the United States to bad jobs.
This paper examines the impact of unionization on the pay and benefits in 15 important low-wage occupations. 17 The data suggests that even after controlling for differences between union and nonunion workers, union representation substantially improves the pay and benefits offered in what are otherwise low-paying occupations.
18 On average, in the low-wage occupations analyzed here, unionization raised workers' wages by just over 16 percent --about $1.75 per hour--compared to similar, but non-union, workers. The union impact on health-insurance and pension coverage in low-wage jobs was even bigger. Union workers in low-wage occupations were 25 percentage points nt), about one-eighth of the impact of unionization on health and pension coverage among low-wage occupations analyzed here. The union effects are of the jobs analyzed here are inherently rder to ensure that we have a reasonable base for measuring union effects within each group, the unionization rate had to be at least five percent in selected occupations; finally, we more likely to have employer-provided health insurance, 19 as well as 25 percentage points more likely to be in an employer-provided pension.
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These union effects are large by any measure. For example, between 1996 and 2000, a period of sustained low unemployment that helped to produce the best wage growth for low-wage workers in the last three decades, the real wage of 10th percentile workers (who makes more than 10 percent of workers, but less than 90 percent of workers), saw their wages rise, in total, about 12 percent. The union wage effect was one third larger (16 percent) than the full impact of four years of historically rapid real wage growth. Over the same boom period in the 1990s, health and pension coverage among the bottom fifth of workers rose only about three percentage points for health insurance (up 3.2 percentage points) and pensions (up 2.7 perce particularly impressive given the widespread belief that many incapable of providing decent pay and benefits..
Defining Low-Wage Occupations
We analyze 15 low-wage occupations as defined by the "Standard Occupational Classification 2000" system used in the Current Population Surveys for 2004, 2005, and 2006 . The specific occupations we selected were the 15 lowest-paid occupations meeting the following criteria: first, in order to ensure a reasonable sample size for analysis, the occupation had to meet or exceed a minimum size requirement equal to roughly 0.25 percent of the total workforce over the combined three-year period; second, in o 17 Together, these occupations account for about 15.3 percent of total U.S. employment. Since these occupations have been selected first and foremost because they pay the lowest wages in the economy, we believe that our results are broadly representative of the potential impact of unionization on other low-wage occupations not analyzed here. Earlier research finds substantial union effects on wages and benefits for workers overall (see Blanchflower Bryson, 2007) . Research has paid less attention, however, to low-wage work. Zuberi (2006) compared differences in living standard and working conditions for hotel workers in Seattle and Vancouver and concluded that "union membership provides hotel workers better benefits, improved job security, and better working conditions" and that "in Vancouver, the rates of unionization in the hotel industry are high enough that they create a union wage effect that also increases the wages and benefits offered to employees in non-unionized hotels." (p. 66) An employer-or union-sponsored plan for which the employer paid at least a portion of th be clear, we believe that universal health care where eligibility is not connected to an individual's employment status or particular employer would be a substantial improvement over the current system, which leaves many workers and their children without health insurance. The employer-or union-provided p used the median wage for non-union workers as the benchmark wage for ordering occupations from lowest to highest.
We made only one deviation from the above formula: we combined the two lowestoccupations "combined food preparation and serving workers, including fast food" and "fo preparation workers," which are conceptually closely related and both of which separately m selection criteria. (For further details on the data analyzed here, see the Data Appendix.)
The final list of low-wage occupations appears in Table 1 . The lowest-paid occupation is food preparation workers (the combined category mentioned above), which had a median, non-union wage of just $7.80 per hour ove Table 1 In the workforce as a whole, about 13.5 percent of workers are unionized (either a member un nio w ). demonstrates, unionized workers terparts. In 2 typically earn substantially more th r non-union coun 4-2006, the nionized worker earned about $19.
our, o for the m onnion worker. Unionized worke lso m likely to alth ins 7.7 rcent) than non-union wor ers cent), and more likely than non-union workers to have a ent, c pared t .7 percent).
tion rates vary widely among low-wage occupations analyzed here, from barely five s (5.1 percent) to over -third of teachers' assistants (35.2 percent). Several other tions have unionizat ates that exceed the national average of 13.5 percent: s and freight workers (19.1 perc janitors (18.1), and nursing and home-health aides (13.8). occupations, how r, are less heavily unionized than the national average. he workforce as hole, unionized workers in low-wage occupations earn tially higher salaries and are m more likely to have health insurance and a pension plan s in the sam ccupations. Combining all 15 low-wage occupations, the 9) makes than three dollars per hour more than the median noner ($9.03). Overall, work low-wage o ations are l kely to hav alth nsions than the ave orker in the total economy, but unionized workers in pations hav e advantages over their non-union counterparts. Almost unionized workers (63 rcent) in low-wage occupations have health insurance, ompared to just over one-fo rth of non-on workers (27.6 percent) in the me occupations. For ion gap is ev rger: 59.8 pe t of unioniz orkers in l age ccupations have a pension, mpared to st 21.2 percent of their non-union unterparts. similar pattern of higher w ges and mu h greater health-insurance and pension coverage repeats union effect than it is for nce as a 1.1 percent he data in Unioniza the percent for cook one low-wage occupa ion r laborer ent), Most of the low-wage eve
As is the case for t a w substan uch than are non-union worker e o median union worker ($12.3 more union work ers in ccup ess li e he insurance and pe rage w these same low-wage occu e hug two-thirds of .3 pe c u uni sa pension plans, the un en la rcen ed w ow-w o co ju co A a c itself in every one of the low-wage occupations. Across the occupations in Table 1 , the appears to be consistently larger in economic terms for health and pension coverage wages. Unionized workers in several low-wage occupations, for example, have health-insura coverage rates close to the average for the economy as a whole (77.7 percent for the economy whole, compared with 74.9 percent for janitors, 71.7 percent for housekeeping cleaners, 7 for laborers and 70.9 percent for nursing and home-health aides).
T
, however, may overstate the union effect because union workers may be more likely to have characteristics associated with higher wages such as being older or having more formal education. In Table 2 , we present a second set of results using standard regression techniques to control for these and other potential differences in the unionized and non-union workforces.
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Controlling for these other effects does reduce the wage effect, but has relatively little impact on the large union-nonunion gap in health-insurance and pension coverage. After we control for workers' characteristic, the union wage premium for workers in low-wage occupations is 16.4 percent or about $1.75 per hour. Among low-wage occupations, the union advantage with respect to health-ns to have health-insurance or a pension.
insurance and pension coverage also remains large, with unionized workers in low-wage industries about 25 percentage points more likely than others in the same occupatio The union wage premium and health-insurance and pension advantages are consistent across all the low-wage occupations for which we have statistically significant results. The regression-controlled union wage premium varies from about 8 percent for home-care aides, teachers' assistants, and nursing and home-health aides, to almost 27 percent for ground maintenance workers, with the premium around 15 percent for most of the remaining occupations. The union effect on healthage is in the range of 20 to 30 percentage-points for almost all of the occupations in fo insurance cover the sample; the effect is slightly smaller for teachers' assistants (18.4 percentage points) and higher r child-care workers (38.7 percentage points). The impact of unions is not statistically significant r three of the 15 occupations (food preparation workers, cafeteria workers, and packers fo and ults, however, may reflect the small sample size for two of these three endix 
Low-Wage Jobs Improved by Worker Rights
The National Labor Relations Act, en exercise by workers of full freedom of association, self-organization, and designation of representatives of their own choosing, for the p of these basic and longstanding rights by employees results in better wages -about 16 percent higher -and benefits -a 25 percentage-point higher probability of having health insurance or a pension -for workers in 15 low-wage occupations.
Our findings complement other research suggesting that unions reduce employee turnover and wage inequality, and increase access to sick pay and annual leave. 24 Taken together of collective bargaining-due in an important part to the role that unionization plays in giving employees a voice in their workplaces-argue that unionization is a key element of an effective strategy to build a stronger and more inclusive economy.
In this sense, unionization does more than boost wages. It also promotes social inclusion-the ability for workers, even those in low-wage occupations, to participate fully in the social and economic life of their communities. 25 23 29 U.S.C. §151 24 Research also suggests that collective bargaining probably has little effect, and may have a positive effect, on productivity. Freeman (2006) : "… I regard the evidence as more favorable to a positive union effect … but agree that the strongest conclusion from this research is that there is a lot of variation in estimated union effects." (p. 625) 25 As defined in Boushey, Bronosky, Fremstad, Gragg, and Waller (2007) , social inclusion is based on the belief that we all fare better when no one is left to fall too far behind and the economy works for everyone.
